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CATALYST PROGRAM MANUAL

Part 2A: Catalyst Grant Program Manual

INTRODUCTION TO CATALYST GRANT PROGRAM

Purpose

The Catalyst Grant Program is NBRC's flagship program and is designed to stimulate economic
growth and inspire partnerships that improve rural economic vitality across the Northern
Border Regional Commission (NBRC) four-state region. The Catalyst Program supports a broad

range of economic development initiatives that will modernize and expand the region’s basic

infrastructure and revitalize communities to support and attract the region’s workforce. The
broad approach incorporates each state’s economic development priorities, ensuring alignment
with those priorities.
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Available Funding

NBRC makes funds available each program year to be used across the spring and fall funding
rounds. See the Catalyst Program Overview for the current available funds. Catalyst Grant

Program funding is subject to the availability of funds, the quantity and quality of applications
received, and other applicable considerations.

CATALYST PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS

Eligible Purpose, Project Classification and Award Maximum

The Catalyst Program classifies proposed projects based on the primary purpose and award type
identified in the pre-application materials. Use the guidance and tables below to determine how
the project is classified and the associated award maximum. All projects must be able to clearly
identify the eligible purpose, award type, and maximum funding request in pre-application
and application materials.

Step 1. Choose the eligible category that matches the project’s primary purpose.
Review the descriptions of eligible purpose categories and select the category that best aligns
with your project’s primary purpose. NBRC has provided Appendix | — Project Classification
Details — Definitions, Criteria and Examples which includes details for each eligible project

category and is recommended as a resource to confirm the proposed project meets minimum
requirements, eligibility, and aligns with examples. If your project’s primary purpose does align
with an eligible category, proceed to Step 2. If your project does not clearly fit any eligible
category, contact NBRC for guidance on eligibility.

Projects with a primary purpose to support the following categories are considered eligible
activities for Catalyst Program investments under 40 UC Subtitle V:

e Transportation Infrastructure — Construction of publicly accessible systems and
facilities—such as roads, bridges, transit hubs, railways, airports, and ports—that enable
the reliable movement of people and goods, strengthen regional economies, and expand
access to essential services and opportunities.

e Basic Public Infrastructure — Construction of publicly accessible systems and facilities—
such as water and wastewater infrastructure, solid waste and heat generation systems,
public electric infrastructure which includes Microgrids, childcare and healthcare
infrastructure, outdoor recreation infrastructure, and community meeting
infrastructure —that are essential to economic vitality, public health, and regional
resilience.
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Telecommunications Infrastructure — Construction of physical and digital systems—such
as broadband networks, fiber optics, towers, antennas, and cyber infrastructure—that
enable the transmission of information, support modern economic activity, expand
access to communication services, and connect rural and underserved communities to
opportunity.

Business and Workforce Development — Systems, services, programs and facilities that
create, retain or expand businesses and equip individuals with job-related education,
skills training and employment pathways aligned with the current and future needs of
regional employers.

Basic Healthcare - Systems, services, programs, and facilities that improve physical and
mental well-being—especially in medically underserved communities—by addressing
public health challenges, expanding access to affordable care, strengthening the
healthcare workforce, and promoting nutrition, education, and preventative health
practices.

Resource Conservation, Tourism and Recreation - Systems, services, programs, facilities,
and land acquisition that leverage natural, cultural, and recreational assets to promote
sustainable economic development, enhance quality of life, and align with regional
goals—through expanded access to outdoor spaces, environmentally responsible
tourism, and community-driven conservation efforts.

Step 2. Classify by Award Type and Identify Maximum Funding Request.

Examine the Project Classification Summary table below including the criteria and examples to

determine the best match for your project. NBRC has provided Appendix | — Project

Classification Details — Definitions, Criteria and Examples which includes details for each

eligible project category and is recommended as a resource to confirm the proposed project

meets minimum requirements, eligibility, and aligns with examples.

Each award type has a defined maximum award—this is the highest amount you may request

from NBRC. You may request less than the maximum. There will be no preference given to

larger funding requests and proposals for all award sizes will be considered.

Implementation Award — Construction or non-construction projects—such as assets,
facilities, and programs—that align with an eligible purpose, program priorities and
economic development goals will be classified as an implementation award.
o Projects that meet criteria for an infrastructure category are eligible for up to
$1,000,000. Projects that meet criteria for multi-infrastructure or multi-
jurisdiction infrastructure are eligible for up to $3,000,000. All other projects that
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meet implementation award criteria and align with an eligible purpose are
eligible for up to $500,000.
e Feasibility Award - Early-stage activities—such as planning, engineering, design, cost

benefit analysis, permitting, site assessments, and environmental assessments—that

align with an eligible purpose, engage community stakeholders, and produce actionable

deliverables that support future implementation of infrastructure projects will be

classified as a feasibility award.

o All projects that meet feasibility award criteria and align with an eligible

infrastructure category are eligible for up to $100,000.

Project Classification Summary Table

Infrastructure

See Appendix | for
more details

systems and facilities—such as roads,
bridges, transit hubs, railways, airports,
and ports—that enable the reliable
movement of people and goods,
strengthen regional economies, and
expand access to essential services and
opportunities.

maximum request

Requires 50%+ of
project costs in
construction
category.

Real property
acquisition in support
of infrastructure is
eligible for up to
$500,000. This can be
acquisition only with
no construction costs
or part of a
construction project.
Real property is
subject to Notice of
Federal Interest
requirements.

Eligible Categories | Definition & Requirements Implementation Feasibility
Award Award
Transportation Construction of publicly accessible $1,000,000 $100,000

maximum request

Early-stage planning
activities and technical
assistance in support of
future implementation of
infrastructure.

Basic Public
Infrastructure

See Appendix | for
more details

Construction of publicly accessible
systems and facilities—such as water
and wastewater infrastructure, solid
waste and heat generation systems,
public electric infrastructure which
includes Microgrids, childcare and
healthcare infrastructure, outdoor
recreation infrastructure, and
community meeting infrastructure —
that are essential to economic vitality,
public health, and regional resilience.

$1,000,000
maximum request

Requires 50%+ of
project costs in
construction
category.

Real property
acquisition in support
of infrastructure is
eligible for up to
$500,000. This can be
acquisition only with
no construction costs
or part of a

$100,000
maximum request

Early-stage planning
activities and technical
assistance in support of
future implementation of
infrastructure.
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construction project.
Real property is
subject to Notice of
Federal Interest
requirements.

Tele-
communications
Infrastructure

See Appendix | for
more details

Construction of physical and digital
systems—such as broadband
networks, fiber optics, towers,
antennas, and cyber infrastructure—
that enable the transmission of
information, support modern
economic activity, expand access to
communication services, and connect
rural and underserved communities to
opportunity.

$1,000,000
maximum request

Requires 50%+ of
project costs in
construction
category.

Real property
acquisition in support
of infrastructure is
eligible for up to
$500,000. This can be
acquisition only with
no construction costs
or partofa
construction project.
Real property is
subject to Notice of
Federal Interest
requirements.

$100,000
maximum request

Early-stage planning
activities and technical
assistance in support of
future implementation of
infrastructure.

Multi-Jurisdiction
Infrastructure

Construction of single infrastructure
category in 2+ jurisdictions and

$3,000,000
maximum request

$100,000
maximum request
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See Appendix | for
more details

promotes regional efficiency.
Jurisdictions may be communities,
counties, or states. The project should
promote regional approaches to
infrastructure and efficiencies gained
from constructing a multi-jurisdiction
project at the same time. A project
serving multiple jurisdictions without
construction in more than one
jurisdiction is not eligible for the higher
award maximum.

Requires 50%+ of
project costs in
construction
category.

Requires approval
from State Program.

Real property
acquisition in support
of infrastructure is
eligible for up to
$500,000. This can be
acquisition only with
no construction costs
or partofa
construction project.
Real property is
subject to Notice of
Federal Interest
requirements.

Early-stage planning
activities and technical
assistance in support of
future implementation of
infrastructure.

Multi-Category
Infrastructure

See Appendix | for
more details

Combines 2+ infrastructure
categories and promotes efficiency.

The project should promote
efficiencies gained from pairing
construction projects in the same
jurisdiction and to encourage creative
infrastructure solutions.

$3,000,000
maximum request

Requires 50%+ of
project costs in
construction
category.

Requires approval
from State Program.

Real property
acquisition in support
of infrastructure is
eligible for up to
$500,000. This can be
acquisition only with
no construction costs
or part of a
construction project.
Real property is
subject to Notice of
Federal Interest
requirements.

$100,000
maximum request

Early-stage planning
activities, and technical
assistance in support of
future implementation of
infrastructure.
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See Appendix | for
more details

facilities, and real property
acquisition that improve physical

and mental well-being—especially in
medically underserved
communities—by addressing public
health challenges, expanding access to

maximum request

Real property
acquisition is eligible
as part of construction
projects. Real property
is subject to Notice of
Federal Interest
requirements.

Business and Systems, services, programs, facilities, | $500,000 NA
Workforce and real property acquisition that maximum request
Development create, retain or expand businesses
and equip individuals with job-related | Real property
See Appendix | for education, skills training and acquisition is eligible
more details employment pathways aligned with as part of construction
the current and future needs of projects. Real property
regional employers. is subject to Notice of
Community development driven Federal Interest
technical assistant to build capacity of | requirements.
community organizations by building
partnerships, providing expertise
and/or training in areas such as
developing and implementing
programs, resource identification to
support and ensure program
outcomes, and resource management
expertise to assist in planning for
identified needs such as infrastructure
planning and program evaluation.
Basic Healthcare Systems, services, programs, $500,000 NA
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affordable care, strengthening the

healthcare workforce, and promoting

nutrition, education, and preventative

health practices.
Resource Systems, services, programs, facilities, $500,000 NA
Conservation, and real property acquisition that maximum request
Tourism and leverage natural, cultural, and
Recreation recreational assets to promote Real property

sustainable economic development, acquisition is eligible
See Appendix | for enhance quality of life, and align with as part of construction
more details regional goals—through expanded projects. Real property

access to outdoor spaces, is subject to Notice of

environmentally responsible tourism, Federal Interest

and community- requirements.

driven conservation efforts.

Demonstrating Program Alignment

The Catalyst Program supports NBRC’s mission to catalyze community vitality and economic
prosperity across the region. Proposed projects must clearly demonstrate alignment with
Catalyst Program goals, NBRC agency priorities and State economic development strategies.
Applicants should use reports, data, and letters of support to support the claims made in
application narrative. See NBRC and State scoring criteria for details on how letters of support
and other documentation is evaluated.

Catalyst Program Goals
Successful proposals will advance Catalyst Program goals:

e Advance economic mobility for individuals, communities and the region

e Address disparities in foundational infrastructure

e Expand access to essential services such as healthcare and childcare

e Leverage local assets—natural, cultural, and economic—to strengthen regional economy
e Improve resilience to weather-related disasters and public health challenges

Agency Investment Priorities

Preference will be given to proposals that support NBRC's agency investment priorities:

e Demonstrate direct impacts on the local, state or region’s economy and communities
including job creation, retention or leveraged private funds.
e Directly benefit rural communities with populations of less than 5,000 people.

e Directly benefit underserved communities. NBRC has statutory authority to define areas
within the region as distressed, according to 40 U.S.C. §15702, including high rates of

28



Part 2A: Catalyst Grant Program Manual

poverty, unemployment, or outmigration. Communities that suffer from a combination
of socioeconomic and environmental burdens, including high unemployment and
poverty, or limited access to basic resources.

e Contribute to community resilience such as how the project helps communities prevent,
reduce, withstand, and/or improve recovery form extreme weather or strengthens
physical, behavioral and social health of community to withstand and adapt to current
and projected public health emergencies.

State Economic Development Goals and Priorities

Preference will be given to proposals that support State economic development goals. For
more information, view the State Economic Development Strategy that applies to the proposed
project:

e Maine Economic Development Strategy 2020-2029

e New Hampshire Recovery and Expansion Strategy

e New York Regional Economic Development Councils & relevant plans

e Vermont 2020 Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy

e Vermont Strategic Plan 2018-2023 (FY 2019-FY 2023)

e Vermont prioritizes those projects listed on the Regional Project Prioritization Lists.
Check to see if your project qualifies as a priority for Vermont

Key Performance Indicators

NBRC grant programs use a standardized set of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to assess the
direct impact of funded projects. These metrics serve as a consistent framework for evaluating
both immediate outcomes and long-term regional benefits. Each KPI is expressed as a
quantifiable value allowing for clear measurement of progress and impact. KPIs can be used in
federal and state reporting. Estimates should be based on credible sources such as facility
capacity studies, planning documents, or other validated projections to ensure accuracy and
accountability. NBRC has designed nine KPIs which can be used/selected for any of the
competitive grant programs. Each grant program (Catalyst, FEP, T4T) have additional KPIs which
can be selected.

See Appendix F — Key Performance Indicators by Program for details on how to select relevant

measures for your project. Review the recommended KPIs in pre-application feedback and
enter target values for those that are most aligned with the expected outcomes of the proposed
project, up to a maximum of six. These indicators will follow the project through the grant
lifecycle including reporting and closeout. Every applicant is expected to report on these KPls
throughout the performance period, and your final/close out report will be compared to your
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original estimated KPIs. It is critical that the values entered are achievable, feasible and you
have a method to track them.

Examples of Past Funded Projects
A list of NBRC investments is available for each state by year on NBRC’s Northern Border Region
webpage.

CATALYST PROGRAM SCORING

A pre-application is required for all NBRC programs. Pre-applications for the Catalyst Program
are reviewed by both NBRC and member states. NBRC is responsible for determining eligibility
and States are responsible for issuing an invitation to apply. The evaluation of pre-applications
may consider the following criteria:

e Alignment with funding priorities

e Cost-benefit analysis of the requested NBRC funds
e Urgency and impact of the proposed work

e Balanced geographic distribution of awards

Pre-applications determine the final maximum award size eligibility.

A full application for funding will be scored by both NBRC and member states. The maximum
score for any Catalyst Program project proposal is 100 points, split evenly between the NBRC
review and the State Program review. Each entity scores independently using distinct criteria.
The final award decisions are made jointly by the Federal Co-Chair and the Governors’
Alternates of member states.

NBRC Review Criteria

Project proposals are evaluated across six categories, with 50 available points, each with specific
review criteria. The scoring criteria are summarized here. Detailed NBRC scoring criteria is available in
Appendix J — NBRC Scoring Criteria.

e Project Readiness will be evaluated in 4 areas for a total of 30 points.

o Approach and Methodology (8 points): Proposals that clearly describe major
project tasks, milestones, and planning activities and make connections between
project tasks and expected outcomes will receive a higher score. Proposals
should also outline a realistic plan for long-term sustainability beyond NBRC’s
investment, including maintenance and insurance for real property projects.

o Budget Documentation (7 points): Clear, reasonable, and detailed budgets and
cost estimates. Proposals that clearly demonstrate how requested funds will be
used will receive a higher score.
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o Capacity and Qualifications (5 points): Applicants will be evaluated based on
past performance for timely completion, collaboration, staff qualifications, and
ability to meet program requirements.

o Project Readiness (10 points): Proposals with a detailed timeline demonstrating
the ability to achieve a Notice to Proceed within 12 months and complete the
project within the three-year performance period, including key dates for NEPA
approval and project completion will receive a higher score. Overall readiness
factors including application completeness, inclusion of required documentation,
and responsiveness to pre-application feedback, match commitment table, and
LDD association contribute to the score.

e Project Impact will be evaluated in 2 areas for a total of 20 points:

o Alignment with Agency Investment Priorities (5 points): Alignment with the
NBRC strategic investment goals and program priorities. Proposals will receive a
higher score based on completeness of addressing relevant Agency Investment
Priorities.

o Economic & Community Impact (15 points): Expected economic impacts
including effects on jobs and wages and the scale of impact on the community,
county or region. Economic impacts should be consistent and supported by
feasibility studies, local, state, or regional data. Narratives and/or letters of
support from local businesses, leaders, and government officials regarding
anticipated economic impacts are encouraged. Proposals of greater immediacy
and that align with the spirit of the Catalyst Program’s intent to stimulate
economic growth and improve rural economic vitality will receive a higher
score. Clear description of the community challenge or problem the project
addresses including the importance of the project to the community or region.
Proposal should demonstrate why NBRC funding is critical at this time. Proposals
that clearly show strong community support through narrative and letters will
receive a higher score.

State Review Criteria

Each member state scores project proposals based on its own economic development and
infrastructure priorities using criteria similar to NBRC’s. States may emphasize alignment with
state economic development plans, local economic impact, community support and relevance,
and project readiness. Detailed state scoring criteria is available in Appendix K — State Scoring

Criteria.
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